There is a shortage of doctors in the UK, particularly in psychiatry and pathology. Little is known about prospective medical students'career intentions or attitudes. This study aimed to report on the career intentions and attitudes to psychiatry of 819 attenders at a sixth-form conference for prospective medical students.
RESULTS
A much higher proportion of students expressed favourable attitudes to psychiatry as a career than might have been expected. The most popular career was paediatrics and the least popular was genitourinary medicine.
IMPLICATIONS
Medical schools need to be proactive in providing information, career advice and positive role models. This may counteract negative propaganda and encourage career choice in tune with students'earlier feelings and patients' needs.
There is a shortage of doctors in the UK, particularly in specialities such as psychiatry and pathology. Only 3.9% and 1.3%, respectively, of new doctors intend to pursue these shortage specialities (Lambert et al, 2001) . British medical schools have never produced enough graduands aiming for psychiatry (Brockington & Mumford, 2002) . The overall lack of doctors is being partially addressed by increasing the number of medical students and schools, but this does not address the more specific issue of shortages in specialities. There is considerable information on new doctors' career intentions (Lambert & Goldacre, 1998; Lambert et al, 2001; Brockington & Mumford, 2002) . There is also a great deal of literature looking at medical students' attitudes towards psychiatry (e.g. Burra et al, 1982; Singh et al, 1998) . However, as Brockington & Mumford (2002) point out, little is known about prospective medical students' career intentions or attitudes before they start their medical studies and how these compare with those of medical undergraduates. A positive attitude to psychiatry is, unsurprisingly, linked to the likelihood of becoming a psychiatrist (Nielsen, 1980; Clardy et al, 2000) . Equally important, such positive attitudes may make doctors more responsive to the psychological dimension of physical illness and thus benefit patients, whatever their primary diagnosis (Nielsen & Eaton, 1981) .
Particular subgroups of students may have more favourable attitudes to psychiatry, even before their clinical attachment. Two studies found that female students had significantly more favourable attitudes at the beginning of their attachment (Alexander & Eagles, 1986 , 1990 ), although one further study did not (Galletly et al, 1995) .
Aims
Using standardised questionnaires, the present study aimed:
. to report the attitude of prospective medical students to psychiatry . to examine the links in this sample between attitude to psychiatry and intent to pursue it as a career.
Participants
Students attending a national sixth-form conference about medicine as a career ('Medlink') took part in the study.
Method
We distributed questionnaires to sixth-form students on the third day of a four-day Medlink conference.
Measures
1. Demographic data: we recorded age, gender, selfreported ethnicity and type of school attended 2. Career preference was measured using a 5-item rating scale (McManus et al, personal communication) with possible responses ranging from 'definite intention to pursue' to 'definite intention not to pursue'. Students were asked about intent to pursue individual specialities and, using the same scale, about their intent to pursue a medical career. 3. Attitudes to psychiatry were measured using the 30-item Attitudes to Psychiatry Scale (ATP-30; Burra et al, 1982) .This scale measures attitudes using a 5-point Likert scale with questions about attitude to psychiatric patients, illness and treatment, psychiatrists, psychiatric institutions, teaching, knowledge and career choice. It has been used internationally in many studies and has demonstrated validity and reliability (Burra et al,1982 Career intentions Table 1 shows the level of intention by sixth-form students to pursue medicine as a whole and the individual specialities in particular. The total scores and percentages indicate the total number of students who chose each option. As students could, for example, find more than one career choice 'very attractive', the numbers add up to more than the total number of students. There was a definite intention by 71.1% to study medicine. Only two people (0.4%) had firmly decided against it. On the basis of expressed 'definite intention', the most popular career was paediatrics and the least was genito-urinary medicine. Similarly, on the basis of expressing the intention 'definitely not' to enter a particular speciality, the most unpopular career was medicine Maidment et al Career intentions and attitudes to psychiatry education & training 
Discussion
Our main finding was that prospective medical students were fairly clear what they want to do. Ninety-five per cent are able to state a definite intention to go into a specific speciality while also finding another four or five specialities very attractive. Sixth-form students rate their definite intention of pursuing psychiatry at a similar level to general medicine (12.4% and 12.2%, respectively). This is in marked contrast to recent findings in fourth-year medical students (McParland et al, 2003) , only 1.4% of whom expressed a definite intention to pursue psychiatry before their psychiatry attachment. After the attachment, this rose to 4.7%.
This story is mirrored in the attitude data. Sixth-form students have a very positive attitude to psychiatry. Their mean ATP-30 score of 110.0 compares with fourth-year medical students' scores of 102.6 before their psychiatry attachment and 107.7 after it (McParland et al, 2003) .
We cannot be sure how many of the sixth-form attenders we studied will actually achieve a place in medical school. Despite this, it is clear that if their interest in psychiatry as a career were to be maintained, psychiatry would no longer be a shortage speciality. Comparison with other studies of doctors' career intentions suggests that undergraduate education has a negative effect on recruitment in these shortage specialities (Lambert & Goldacre, 1998; Lambert et al, 2001; McParland et al, 2003) . Earlier studies have found that 'badmouthing' within medical schools influences career choice and that this often occurs in the earlier years (Hunt et al, 1996) . Prejudice and poor information may deter people from entering psychiatry and pathology. Medical schools need to be proactive in providing information, career advice and positive role models as part of undergraduate education. This may counteract negative propaganda and encourage career choice in tune with both the students' earlier feelings and with patients' needs.
